Introduction
The Anthropocene is generally understood as our current geological epoch, a period in which human activity has become the dominant force on climate and environment. While Bruno Latour describes it as 'the best alternative we have to usher us out of the notion of modernization' (Latour 2015: 145) , as a concept the Anthropocene blurs conventional distinctions between human and geological history and, as a result, it has been investigated and defined differently across natural and social sciences disciplines as well as more recently in the humanities.
When the celebrated nature and travel writer Robert Macfarlane published 'Generation Anthropocene: How humans have altered the planet forever' in The Guardian in April 2016, it felt like an important moment to many scholars working in literary studies. This is partly because the Anthropocene has been a ubiquitous point of reference in literary scholarship for the last three or four years.
1 In just under 6,000 words, Macfarlane builds on his 'Desecration Phrasebook' and, moving discursively from John Clare to Frederic Jameson, discusses critical terms that are routinely attached to the Anthropocene: 'solastalgia', 'deep time', 'apex-guilt', 'shadowtime', and 'stuplimity'. Most importantly, perhaps, he also recognises the dangers of the Anthropocene's 'ubiquity as a cultural shorthand' and of the already evident phenomenon of commentators becoming 'fatigued by its imprecisions ' -a problem that seems endemic with many trends in cultural criticism. 'Generation Anthropocene' is, in this sense, an ambitious, impactful, and notably accessible essay that feels important precisely because Macfarlane interrogates the burgeoning critical lexicon of the Anthropocene whilst also attempting to identify how cultural texts might represent or engage with this formulation of our current geological age.
1 For recent and existing scholarship on the Anthropocene see Trexler (2015) and Clark (2015) , as well as special issues of Environmental Humanities (2014) to mean a 'form of psychic or existential distress caused by environmental change'.
Albrecht was studying the effects of long-term drought and large-scale mining activity on communities in New South Wales, when he realised that no word existed to describe the unhappiness of people whose landscapes were being transformed about them by forces beyond their control. He proposed his new term to describe this distinctive kind of homesickness.
Where the pain of nostalgia arises from moving away, the pain of solastalgia arises from staying put. Where the pain of nostalgia can be mitigated by return, the pain of solastalgia tends to be irreversible. Solastalgia is not a malady specific to the Albrecht's coinage is part of an emerging lexis for what we are increasingly calling the 'Anthropocene': the new epoch of geological time in which human activity is considered such a powerful influence on the environment, climate and ecology of the planet that it will leave a long-term signature in the strata record. And what a signature it will be. We have bored 50m kilometres of holes in our search for oil. We remove mountain tops to get at the coal they contain. The oceans dance with billions of tiny plastic beads. Weaponry tests have dispersed artificial radionuclides globally.
The burning of rainforests for monoculture production sends out killing smog-palls that settle into the sediment across entire countries. We have become titanic geological agents, our legacy legible for millennia to come.
The idea of the Anthropocene asks hard questions of us. Temporally, it requires that we imagine ourselves inhabitants not just of a human lifetime or generation, but also of ' deep time' -the dizzyingly profound eras of Earth history that extend both behind and ahead of the present. Politically, it lays bare some of the complex cross-weaves of vulnerability and culpability that exist between us and other species, as well as between humans now and humans to come. Conceptually, it warrants us to consider once again whether -in Fredric Jameson's 6 phrase -'the modernisation process is complete, and nature is gone for good', leaving nothing but us. The group's report is due within months. Recent publications indicate that they will recommend the designation of the Anthropocene, and that the 'stratigraphically optimal' temporal limit will be located somewhere in the mid-20th century.
This places the start of the Anthropocene simultaneous with the start of the nuclear age. It also coincides with the so-called 'Great Acceleration', when massive increases occurred in population, carbon emissions, species invasions and extinctions, and when the production and discard of metals, concrete and plastics boomed. of all amphibian species are at risk of extinction. A fifth of the globe's 5,500 known mammals are classified as endangered, threatened or vulnerable. The current extinction rate for birds may be faster than any recorded across the 150m years of avian evolutionary history. We exist in an ongoing biodiversity crisis -but register that crisis, if at all, as an ambient hum of guilt, easily faded out. Like other unwholesome aspects of the Anthropocene, we mostly respond to mass extinction with stuplimity: the aesthetic experience in which astonishment is united with boredom, such that we overload on anxiety to the point of outrage-outage.
Art and literature might, at their best, shock us out of the stuplime. Warren's haunted study of the huia finds its own echo in the prose and poetry of Richard than it is to imagine the end of capitalism.
The novel is the cultural form to which the Anthropocene arguably presents most difficulties, and most opportunities. Historically, the novel has been celebrated for its ability to represent human interiority: the skull-to-skull skip of free indirect by a mutated nature. A specialist team is sent to survey the zone. They discover archive caches and topographically anomalous buildings including a 'Tower' that descends into the earth rather than jutting from it. The Tower's steps are covered in golden slime, and on its walls crawls a 'rich greenlike moss' that inscribes letters and words on the masonry -before entering and authoring the bodies of the explorers themselves. It gradually becomes apparent that Area X, in all its weird wildness, is actively transforming the members of the expedition who have been sent to subdue it with science. As such, VanderMeer's novel brilliantly reverses the hubris of the Anthropocene: instead of us leaving the world post-natural, it suggests, the world will leave us post-human.
❦
As the idea of the Anthropocene has surged in power, so its critics have grown in number and strength. Cultural and literary studies currently abound with Anthropocene titles: most from the left, and often bitingly critical of their subject. the dispossessed are far more in it than others. 'Wealthy countries', writes Purdy, ' create a global landscape of inequality in which the wealthy find their advantages multiplied . . . In this neoliberal Anthropocene, free contract within a global market launders inequality through voluntariness'.
And capitalist-technocratic, because the dominant narrative of the Anthropocene has technology as its driver: recent Earth history reduced to a succession of inventions (fire, the combustion engine, the synthesis of plastic, nuclear weaponry). The monolithic concept bulk of this scientific Anthropocene can crush the subtleties out of both past and future, disregarding the roles of ideology, empire and political economy. Such a technocratic narrative will also tend to encourage technocratic solutions:
geoengineering as a quick-fix for climate change, say, or the Anthropocene imagined as a pragmatic problem to be managed, such that 'Anthropocene science' is translated smoothly into 'Anthropocene policy' within existing structures of governance. Moore argues that the Anthropocene is not the geology of a species at all, but rather the geology of a system, capitalism -and as such should be rechristened the Capitalocene.
There are signs that we will soon be exhausted by the Anthropocene: glutted by its ubiquity as a cultural shorthand, fatigued by its imprecisions, and enervated by its variant names -the 'Anthrobscene', the 'Misanthropocene', the 'Lichenocene' (actually, that last one is mine). Perhaps the Anthropocene has already become an anthropomeme:
punned and pimped into stuplimity, its presence in popular discourse often just a virtue signal that merely mandates the user to proceed with the work of consumption.
I think, though, that the Anthropocene has administered -and will administera massive jolt to the imagination. Philosophically, it is a concept that does huge work both for us and on us. In its unsettlement of the entrenched binaries of modernity (nature and culture; object and subject), and its provocative alienation of familiar anthropocentric scales and times, it opens up rather than foreclosing progressive 
In 1981 the research field of 'nuclear semiotics' was born. A group of interdisciplinary experts was tasked with preventing future humans from intruding on to a subterranean storage facility for radioactive waste, then under construction in the New
Mexico desert. The half-life of plutonium-239 is around 24,100 years; the written history of humanity is around 5,000 years old. The challenge facing the group was how to devise a sign system that could semantically survive even catastrophic phases of planetary future, and that could communicate with an unknown humanoid-to-be.
Construction of the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant in New Mexico, an underground nuclear waste dump. Photograph: Eric Draper / AP.
Several proposals involved forms of hostile architecture: a 'landscape of thorns' in which 15m-high concrete pillars with jutting side spikes impeded access; a maze of sharp black rock blocks that absorbed solar energy to become impassably hot.
But such aggressive structures can act as enticements rather than cautions, suggesting here be treasure rather than here be dragons. Prince Charming hacked his way through the briars to wake Sleeping Beauty. Indiana Jones braved wooden spikes and rolling boulders to reach the golden idol in a booby-trapped Peruvian temple.
Sometimes I wonder if the design task should be handed wholesale to the team behind the Ikea instruction manuals: if they can convey in pictograms how to put up a Billy bookcase anywhere in the world, they can surely tell someone in 10,000 years'
time not to dig in a certain place.
The New Mexico facility is due to be sealed in 2038. The present plans for marking the site involve a berm with a core of salt, enclosing the above-ground footprint of the repository. Buried in the berm will be radar reflectors, magnets and a 'Storage Room', constructed around a stone slab too big to be removed via the chamber entrance. Data will be inscribed on to the slab including maps, time lines, and scientific details of the waste and its risks, written in all current official UN languages, and Neelam has already diagnosed what is missing from the text -and, ultimately, I share something of her pessimism -such developments still call for the importance of a more critical utopianism, and movements that challenge the destructive logic of capital. Tom Moylan, for instance, discusses texts and images that are not necessarily blueprints but 'beginnings, at the level of the imagination, of actual solutions to current problems' (Moylan, 1986: 3) . Going beyond the written word, as Joanne has stated, is essential here.
37 See for example Chakrabarty (2012) , Baucom (2014) and Wark (2015) .
I likewise considered the article analytically useful and well written, often giving tantalising glimpses of how the ideas can be applied or pursued elsewhere. Yet, so far, the roundtable has ignored Macfarlane's use of images, which I found compelling, even if they weren't selected by the author: rainforests on fire, plastic in the ocean, colossal rubbish heaps. This is then supplemented with stills from recent blockbuster ' (Lavery and Finburgh, 2015: 4) . In many ways, this approach reverses the focus of much theatre and performance making and study, which has often directed its attention to the human, whether that is the body of the actor or the means through which that body and its staging can represent and communicate another human's experience. An anti-humanist approach prompts us to pay attention to the non-human in the act of performance, as well as modes of performance that explore the world's agency and energy outwith and beyond our human perception of it. This seems to me to be a really productive way of responding to the Anthropocene.
Its ' enormity', as Diletta points out, its evocation of ' deep time' and a different temporality, as well as the culpability-vulnerability dualism Macfarlane suggests, create a constellation of quite powerful ideas, which have the capacity to prompt us to think about and make creative work in new and refreshed ways. Second, it takes me back to an earlier interest: the 'two cultures' debate and relations between the Sciences and the Humanities. 39 The Anthropocene provides an opportunity to work with the Sciences. After all, the Earth Sciences, particularly
Geology, are at the heart of the project to define the Anthropocene and are central to our broader understanding of deep time. The Anthropocene is a product of the material impact of human culture and society upon the planet and a comprehensive understanding of that requires expertise from multiple disciplines. We need to understand both the material effects of human culture (on the landscapes we inhabit; on the species with which we share the Earth; on the climate) and the human causes of those material effects. Sometimes, literature-science studies can speak rather imperialistically for and about science without inviting dialogue (without, for instance, 39 The term, the 'two cultures', as it is used here, originates with the scientist and novelist C.P. Snow's 1959 Rede Lecture (Snow, 1961) , in which he argued that a gulf had arisen between scientific and literary intellectuals. He argued that the Sciences are central to society but undervalued and deeply misunderstood by those outside the Sciences. The literary critic, F.R. Leavis, disputed this view, arguing that the work of the Humanities, particularly an English School, are at the heart of the modern university (Leavis in Yudkin, 1962) .
engaging with how scientists respond to the models of science we posit when we talk about science's place in the culture, or without considering how contemporary sciences, like those of the mind, might challenge or develop the models of mind with which we operate), but there might be useful things to learn from the Sciences here and projects on which productively to collaborate. Sokal and Jean Bricmont argue that humanities scholars frequently misunderstand science and misrepresent its truth claims as culturally arbitrary. 41 Used as a noun, 'sonder' is the realisation that each random passer-by is living a life as vivid and complex as your own. Though its origin is obscure, it seems to have originated from a popular -sustainability are beginning to gain a global reach -for example, Bhutan's trumpeting of its achievement in being the world's first 'Carbon negative' country. 42 The ideas are getting out, so perhaps the language will follow.
De Cristofaro: As Daniel King remarks, as a new epoch of geological time the Anthropocene cannot but be conceived as a global concept. Yet, as Macfarlane underlines, one of the criticisms that we can level at the concept is that it presupposes a universal human nature that ignores inequalities and historically rooted dynamics of oppressions. The ' anthropos' implied by the term Anthropocene is often that of the Global North. Carbon emissions trading, which is supposed to relieve climate change, has been accused of ' carbon colonialism' (Bachram, 2004) , and the Anthropocene affects the Global North and South differently precisely because of those historically-rooted dynamics of oppressions. Thus, a fruitful use of the term would acknowledge the differences between the North and the South, because, as China
Miéville puts it, 'we fight best by embracing our not-togetherness' (Miéville, 2015) .
Leading on from King's discussion of language, I am intrigued by Jason W.
Moore's suggestion that 'Capitalocene' (Moore, 2016) would be, as a term, more useful than 'Anthropocene', as it would presuppose and foreground the differences within capitalism. As ever, though, the problem is who has access to, and interest in, these concepts and debates -is it just academia, and in particular the Humanities and Social Sciences? Especially given that a scientific commission is deliberating on the term 'Anthropocene', not 'Capitalocene'?
Scott: I agree with Daniel and Diletta about issues of accessibility to these debates and with the universality that the ' anthropos' implies, which is problematic. Though and mostly fictional -online word blog, 'The Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows' in 2014 and has since made its way into semi-common usage, including art reviews for The Guardian and assorted 'word list' articles in The Independent. 42 Arthur Nelson, 'Bhutan has "most ambitious pledge" at the Paris climate summit', The Guardian, 3 December 2015. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/dec/03/bhutanhas-most-ambitious-pledge-at-paris-climate-summit (Last accessed 16 January 2016) ." the term itself by its geological nature is global, the ideas and discourses that surround it feel like they sit very much in the domain of the academic. Having said that, there are ideas within the article, that Macfarlane connects to the Anthropocene, which feel very resonant and real and relatable. As referenced above, Albrecht's notion of 'solastalgia' (Albrecht, 2012) , for instance, is one that I recognise and feels like it probably has relevance to people living in a range of contexts, urban and rural, in the Global North and South. The causes for the changes in landscape and the divisions and oppressions they indicate can and should be rigorously debated.
The homesickness you feel for the landscape, which has changed around you and beyond your recognition, is something that could be shared. This felt sense of the Anthropocene could also be a productive point of departure for discussing how we address our varying and unequal levels of culpability for and vulnerability to these transformations.
Srivastava: Dipesh Chakrabarty has recently taken on the notion of the Anthropocene in his contribution to a multi-authored debate on 'The State of Postcolonial Studies' in New Literary History. He finds the Anthropocene to be an influential notion for changing the way we are thinking about social justice and political radicalism in the context of postcolonial studies, because it radically questions the power of the human subject to affect transformation (Chakrabarty, 2012: 1) . I would tend to agree -for me the most significant thing about taking stock of the (irreversible) impact of humans on the Earth's environment is that it does away with teleology completely and introduces the notion of extinction, rather than hope or utopian ideals as the end-point of our imagining of the future. Calling the present era 'the Anthropocene' raises the interesting question of how we can reformulate a progressive ethics and politics for our present time, given the irreversible disappearance of natural resources. How do we combat capitalism when we ourselves are doomed to extinction? Rowcroft: For me, the Anthropocene could benefit enormously by being tied to Marxism. Leerom Medovoi has recently argued that eco-critical approaches, 'perhaps the youngest of contemporary literary hermeneutics', 'can and should be dialectically assimilated to the project of a Marxist literary and cultural criticism' (Medovoi, 2009: 122) . Arguing that ecocriticism requires a much more precise historical and material specificity, Medovoi argues that bringing ecocritical approaches within the fold of Marxist dialectics would allow ecocriticism to move beyond its characteristic weakness: 'its utter incapacity to theorize itself as anything other than a thematic criticism that passes ethical judgment on the depictions of either nature or built environments' (Medovoi, 2009: 133) .
My point here is that Marxism, unlike other theories, argues the unity of theory and praxis -distinct, as Fredric Jameson notes, from 'the implied autonomy of the philosophical concept' (Jameson, 2009: 11) -and proposes the completion of objectives outside of philosophy. A minimal first step towards solving these problems here would be achieving a truly social democratic movement and the legitimation of a Marxist intellectual presence in public discourse. I think the Anthropocene could be a powerful aid to that, and also effective in fostering a more co-operative approach to the use of the world's resources. Neelam and Andrew provide good examples of how their own theoretical perspectives might shape understanding of aspects of the Anthropocene and how these could forge communities of understanding, but I'd be wary of attempts to appropriate it within a single theoretical perspective. It's a tool that can be put to work usefully in different critical perspectives, for specific ends (and vice versa: those perspectives help us access different facets of the Anthropocene), but we have to leave room to be challenged. This is an exciting, new concept and we have to have the courage to allow it to unsettle not only our sense of ourselves (in the West; in the Global North), but also the theoretical lenses through which we view the world. De Cristofaro: There is a certain paradoxical element to the notion of the Anthropocene. On the one hand, this era is inherently about human agency powerfully affecting the planet. On the other, as Neelam underlines, the Anthropocene also raises the issue of human impotence in the face of the irreversibly nefarious human impact on the Earth. As Clive Hamilton, Christophe Bonneuil, and François Gemenne put it, the Anthropocene is the ' age in which the irreversible must somehow be governed' (Hamilton et al., 2015: 11) . If pieces like Macfarlane's are to have political resonance, they need to confront this paradox. Issues of accessibility are also key. As repeatedly emphasised in previous answers, the style of Macfarlane's piece is helpful in popularising the term and reaching a wider public than traditional academic analyses. Cultural products, by giving narrative form to theoretical insights on the Anthropocene, may also be effective in raising awareness and stimulating a broader debate, as well as political action itself.
King: Macfarlane's article is engaging, informative, and clearly aimed at some kind of political galvanising in his readers. It is this overtly political aim that makes it all the more significant, and it is notable that The Guardian allowed him so much room for his engaging, but complex, article. This is clearly a political kind of scholarship, aimed at a productive kind of 'Impact'. 43 With this kind of engaged scholarship and the very compelling argument that Macfarlane offers his readers comes a tremendous potential to influence people's thinking on these issues and get the term into circulation beyond the academy, since newspaper publication gives his work a wider reach than much scholarship can honestly claim. This returns us, however, to the 43 The precise nature of academic impact is a matter of debate among scholars but the definition from the HEFCE site itself reads: 'The Research Excellence Framework [2014] was the first exercise to assess the impact of research outside of academia. Impact was defined as ' an effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of life, beyond academia'' (http://www.hefce.ac.uk/rsrch/REFimpact/).
issues raised by several responders about Macfarlane's deployment of neologisms and a certain kind of jargon. These terms, useful and interesting as they may be to traditionally academic audiences, may prove to be a stumbling block towards more widespread acceptance of the ideas of the Anthropocene.
Cordle:
The key word is 'potential'. Macfarlane's essay doesn't formulate a coherent political position, but that's neither its purpose nor its value. What it does do is make visible and communicate a concept that helps us reconceptualise and think through the contemporary epoch. The political efficacy of the Anthropocene lies then in how we use this critical tool -say, to read the significance of the texts he cites, or of others that we consider to be Anthropocene texts.
I don't think the politics is straightforward, and if we simply appropriate the Anthropocene for our pre-established political positions without accepting that it might challenge or change them, then we're likely to miss some opportunities. As Diletta suggests, the issue of human agency is a complex one. Certainly, there's not much point in formulating a politics if we think we're impotent, so it has to be a politics based on hope, even if that hope doesn't translate into confident expectation. Ultimately, it has to be a global politics too, albeit one that works through the complex resonances between local and global perspectives and actions.
Rowcroft: I agree with the previous comments but would posit a further distinction between the ethical and the political to explore these debates more fully. Žižek's reading of Lenin is helpful here. For Žižek, the ethical is a duty of care to that which remains -perhaps even a sense of resignation to the inevitable or that which is ultimately out of our hands. In turn, the political recognises the importance of practical decisions and accepts the consequences of action (Žižek qtd in Callinicos, 2007: 21) .
These are of course not static definitions, and Macfarlane's article doesn't fit into either neatly. What is important, however, is that we begin with ' a massive jolt to the imagination', one that will build upon the process of its own formation as the concept takes up wider public appeal. a call to arms to take charge of our own destiny again as humans. We have created the very real potential for self-destruction, and it is up to us to try and reverse it. But this needs to be an ethical and political message -albeit one grounded in scientific facts -and perhaps the best way to do this would be to mobilise the role of literature in such an ' environmental revolution'.
I do think that the most interesting by-product of this discussion on climate change has been the reflection on, and change in, creative forms -I'm thinking especially of cinema (the vivid evocation of an Earth slowly suffocating due to the effects of the dust bowl in the 2014 film Interstellar comes to mind here), but also land art. Perhaps it is up to literature and art -quintessentially man-made media -to kick-start a revolution in thinking about our planet. Then again, this might be very optimistic. (1957) . Through this imagery, a deep and unspeakable sense of humanity as a furious, but failing endeavour is evoked. Heiner Goebbels' Stifter's Dinge (2012) does without the human body at all -this installation of 'sounds, amplified voice-overs, machinic and visual arrangements, objects and materials, instruments and sound machines, light and filmic projections. . . performs itself' (Birringer, 2012: n. pag.). Johannes Birringer describes how the installation 'resonates through a wide register of impressions of time, history, location, landscape, art and politics, memory, autobiography, ethnographic field recordings, contours of aural and sensorial materiality, noise and music, harmonies and disharmonies', and ultimately 'performs our moving into the indescribable thing we don't know' (Birringer, 2012: n. pag.) .
Finally
I also think about Ana Mendieta's siluetas, where the fragile impression of her human form is left in the earth, certain to be erased in the near future and yet also one, that might 'leave room' to challenge both the concept and our work as scholars, which is an idea that Dan Cordle also emphasised.
Overall, our 'roundtable' discussion suggested that, as a concept, the Anthropocene feels both old and completely new, emptying out older literary categories and unsettling discussions of the speculative or futuristic through the definitive declaration of humanity's final, catastrophic impact on and possible removal from the Earth. We might therefore conclude that, as a concept, the Anthropocene has emerged as a theoretical lens through which to view the existing world, one which might, as Daniel King puts it, be 'somewhat gimmicky' but through which our contributors have suggested dynamic, inventive, and ultimately unexpected routes for present and future inquiry.
